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ABSTRACT 

This study examined what psychology students know 
about clinical psychology as most students with declared majors in 
psychology state that they have career plans to work in applied 
psychology. A five-item questionnaire was administered to 162 
undergraduates in three introductory and upper lovel psychology 
courses. The questionnaire asked students to define psychology and 
clinical psychology, to describe the educational requirements for a 
clinical psychologist, to describe the difference between a clinical 
psychologist and a psychiatrist and to name two prominent individuals 
in the field. Results indicated that generally all students displayed 
a poor understanding of clinical psychology. Although upper level 
students were better able to define psychology, their understanding 
of clinical psychology was no better tnan that of introductory 
students. Though many of the upper level students, if not most of 
them, reported interest in clinical psychology, they demonstrated 
little understanding of what this field entails. Fifty students were 
unable to name two psychologists, and of the rest, most cited Freud 
(though he was first a physician), and only 23 percent cited two 
appropriate names. Results support the need to emphasize basic 
information about applied careers early in students' academic 
careers. Contains one table and seven references. (JB) 
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Abstract 

When asked about career plans, most psychology majors 
indicate that they intend to work in the area of applied 
psychology. In order to examine undergraduate psychology 
students' understanding of basic knowledge regarding 
psychology and clinical psychology, a five-item 
questionnaire was administered to 162 undergraduates in 
introductory and upper level psychology courses. 
Generally, all students displayed a poor understanding 
of clinical psychology. Although upper level students 
were better able to define psychology, their 
understanding of clinical psychology was no better than 
that of introductory students. These results suggest 
that greater attention needs to be given to providing 
undergraduates a more accurate review of the nature of 
applied psychology 
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What do Students in Psychology Courses Know About 
Clinical Psychology? 

Most undergraduate psychology students align 
themselves with the applied areas of psychology and 
clinical psychology, in particular. When undergraduates 
in psychology courses are asked about career goals, a 
majority will indicate the intent to work in mental 
health or counseling settings (Ellis 8. Cantrell, 1991). 

Although many undergraduates in psychology courses 
express these interests, they are unable to convey even 
rudimentary knowledge of the scientific or professional 
aspects of applied psychology. Henderson (1988) found 
that many seniors and master's level graduate students 
were unable to give names of historical figures, 
contemporary psychologists, or major concepts in 
psychology. 

Warner and Bradley (1991) found that undergraduate 
psychology students have distorted perceptions regarding 
the activities of clinical psychologists, counselors, 
and psychiatrists. Other studies have shown that the 
public has a blurred idea about the differences among 
mental health prof ejsionals (McGuire & Borowy, 1979; 
Schindler, Berren, Hannah, Beigel, & Santiago, 1987; 
Webb, 1989; Wood, Jones, & Benjamin, 1986). Thus, there 
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appears to be a need to investigate what students in 
undergraduate psychology courses know about psychology 
and the applied areas of psychology. 

In order to satisfy our curiosity and to gain 
insight into what undergraduates in psychology courses 
know about psychology and clinical psychology, beginning 
level undergraduates were compared to upper level 
students. It was hypothesized that upper level 
psychology students (i.e., juniors and seniors) would be 
better able than introductory psychology students to 
define psychology and more accurately articulate basic 
ideas of clinical psychology. 

Method 

Sub j ects 

Subjects were 162 undergraduates in three 
psychology courses; 54 in Introduction to Psychology; 54 
in a junior level course. Psychology of. Personal 
Adjustment; and 54 in a senior level course. 
Introduction to the Study of Personality. 
Procedure 

On the first day of classes all students were 
administered a 5-item questionnaire that asked them to 
briefly answer five questions: (a) What is psychology? 
(b) What is clinical psychology? (c) What are the 
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educational requirements for a person to be licensed as 
a clinical psychologist? (d) What is the difference 
between a clinical psychologist and a psychiatrist? 
(e) Nam© two "famous" psychologists or people who have 
made an impact on psychology. All responses were 
anonymous and confidential. 

Results 

A breakdown of student responses to the five 
questions is presented in Table 1. Approximately BOX of 
all students defined psychology as "the study of human 
and/or animal behavior. Another BO students (30. 9%) 
defined psychology as "the study of the mind. " 



Insert Table 1 about here 

In response to Question 2, nearly 70X described 
clinical psychology as some form of applied treatment 
("counseling, talking to people about their problems, 
mental problems/' etc.), However, 21 students (13X) did 
not answer the question. 

In response to educational requirements for clinical 
psychologists, 61 students (31. EX) said that a PhD is 
required. Nearly BOX were incorrect, and 20% did not 
know. 
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On Question 4, 24 students (14. 8ft) said that a 
clinical psychologist earns a PhD and that a 
psychiatrist earns an MD. Another 63 students (38. 9ft) 
described the difference as therapy versus medication as 
a mode of treatment. Nearly 50ft of all students either 
did not know or were confused. 

Students were somewhat more successful at naming two 
"famous" psychologists. Freud was the most popular 
choice, being named by 105 students (65.3ft). However, 50 
students were unable to mention two appropriate names, 
and 16 could offer no appropriate name. 

A chi-square procedure was used to examine whether 
students in upper level classes, in contrast to 
introductory students, demonstrated a better 
understanding of the knowledge required to answer the 
five questions. 

One student in the introductory course gave 
reasonably accurate responses to all five questions. 
Twelve in the Adjustment course and nine in the 
Personality course did so, as well. The difference was 
significant, X2(l, N = 162) = 10.20, p < .01, indicating 
a better understanding of the questions by upper level 
students than by introductory students. 
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The same procedure was used for examining responses 
to the four remaining questions. There was a significant 
difference on Question 3, indicating that upper level 
students demonstrated a better understanding of the 
educational requirements for a clinical psychologist, 
X2(l, N = 162) = 12.70, p. < .01, than did introductory 
psychology students. The chi-square was not significant 
for Questions 2, 4, and 5, indicating no difference 
between introductory students 1 and upper level students 1 
ability to define psychology or their understanding of 
clinical psychology. 

Discussion 

These five questions represent some ba3ic 
information that should be seen as essential Knowledge 
for undergraduate psychology students, especially those 
vho may move on to an applied area. These results show 
that students in upper level psychology courses are 
better able to offer a basic definition of psychology. 
The same is not as true of their understanding of 
clinical psychology and psychiatry. Although many, if 
not most, of the students in psychology courses report 
an Interest in clinical psychology, they demonstrate 
little understanding of what it is. This fact should be 
a signal to faculty in applied areas that many upper 
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level psychology students, have only a vague 
understanding of the field in which they say they want 
to work. Many of our respondents equate clinical 
psychology with medicine. Others see clinical 
psychologists as people with training in psychology, but 
professionals who are at some lower level of degree 
status than physicians. Although most of our subjects 
equate Freud with psychology, even this is misleading 
because he was first a physician. At the other extreme 
are those students who equate clinical psychology with 
Ann Landers, Joyce Brothers and Frazier Crane, the 
psychiatrist of "Cheers," the popular television 
program. This fact should encourage teachers of 
psychology to emphasize basic information about applied 
areas early in their students 1 academic careers. 
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Table 1 

Student Responses to the Five Questions 

What is Psychology? 

Response Category Frequency % 

Human/animal/behavior* 84 51.9 

"The mind 1 ' 50 30.9 

Other processes 10 06.2 

Clinical psychology 8 04.9 

Don' t know 10 06. 2 



What is Clinical Psychology? 



Applied treatment* 111 68.5 

Research 19 11.7 

Medical 11 06.8 

Don 1 1 know 21 13.0 

What are the Educational Requirements for a Person 
to be a Clinical Psychologist? 

PhD* 51 31.5 

PhD in clinical psychology* 1 00.6 

Master 1 s degree 38 23.5 

Bachelor's degree 26 16.0 

Some graduate training 11 06.8 

MD or medical training 3 01.9 

Don 1 1 know 32 19. 8 
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Table 1 (con't) 

What is the Difference Between a Psychiatrist and a 
Clinical Psychologist? 

KD vs. PhD* 24 14.8 

Drug vs. therapy 63 38.9 

Confused 75 46.2 



Name Two "Famous" Psychologists or People Who Have Made 
an Impact on Psychology 



Freud 109 67.3 

Other than Freud 37 22.8 

Celebrity 3 01.9 

Faculty or textbook author 22 06.8 

Don' t know 2 01. 2 



Additional Breakdown of Question 5 



Two appropriate names* 37 22.8 

Two including Freud* 75 46.8 

Freud only 30 18. 5 

One name only 4 02.5 

None appropriate 16 09.9 

♦Correct responses 
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Requests for reprints should be sent to 
Jon B. Ellis, Department of Psychology, Box 70,649, East 
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